The cortisol awakening response is blunted in psychotherapy inpatients suffering from depression.
Determining the salivary awakening cortisol response (ACR) is a non-invasive, reliable method to detect changes in the hypothalamus-hypopituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis. Although a role of the HPA axis in depression is widely recognized, data on the ACR in depressive patients are still scarce and inconsistent. The present study assessed the ACR in depressed patients admitted for inpatient psychotherapy and a comparison group of other psychiatric diagnoses under the same conditions. The ACR was found to be attenuated in depressed as compared to non-depressed patients. This finding is in contrast to previous studies in healthy subjects or depressed outpatients and suggests a blunted rather than an exacerbated HPA reactivity. Further studies will be needed to disentangle the complex relationship between depression and the ACR.